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THE RETAIL FISH MA•T: SOME SUGGESTIONS FOR 

EQUIPPING AND CONDUCTING IT. 

By ARTHUR ORR, 
U.S. Bureau of Fisheries. 

The following paper has been prepared from observations 
made and data secured by the writer in extensive travels made 
during the past two or three years as an employe of the United 
States Bureau of Fisheries. The writer has had no experience 
in the fish business and hence, in this paper, presents only what 
he has observed and what has been told to him by men of actual 
experience. He has had the benefit of the criticisms and sug- 
gestions of several fish dealers of national repute, to whom a 
rough draft of the paper was presented. He believes there is a 
vital need for a publication on this subject, and hopes that some- 
day some one who is much better qualified than himself will 
prepare a paper which will more adequately meet the needs of 
the situation. 

At first blush it might seem that the methods of displaying 
and vending fish in retail shops do not affect the fishermen. But 
when it is recalled that the fisherman's prosperity depends wholly 
upon the purchases of the individual consumer and that the 
amount of fish purchased by the consumer depends wholly upon 
the character of the appeal which is made to him by the retailer 
and the satisfaction which he experiences from his purchase, it 
will readily be seen that the retail market is a very vital factor in 
the commercial fisheries. Hundreds of people are attracted to 
fish markets by pleasing window displays, purchase fish which 
have been properly cared for by the dealer and which are delivered 
to them in good condition, take them home and enjoy them, 
and return to the shop again and again to purchase more. 
Thousands of others, not so fortunately situated, buy fish from 
careless dealers who have kept the fish in unsanitary receptacles 
or who have been too saving of ice and thus give their customers 
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108 American Fisheries Society 

fish which have begun to go bad. These people do not return 
to make another purchase. You often hear them saying: "I 
never care for fish," or, "Fish are all right if you eat them as soon 
as they come out of the water, but you never can get them fresh 
from the markets." It is regrettably true that, while the former 
class is numbered by hundreds, the latter is numbered by 
thousands. It is sincerely hoped that this paper contains sug- 
gestions which will enable the retailer to so equip and conduct 
his shop that his customers will be repeaters and not mere 
"oncers." 

In the long journey which the fish must make from the fisher- 
men's nets to the consumer's table, every step is vital and fraught 
with possibilities of disaster. It is easily possible, even in warm 
weather, to transport fish long distances and deliver them to retail 
customers in first class condition, but this requires intelligent 
co-operation on the part of every person through whose hands 
they pass. Not the least important link in the distributive chain 
is the retail dealer. He may easily nullify all the pains and skilful 
attention bestowed by the fishermen and shippers. 

The tendency of fish to spoil is enhanced by the length of time 
they have been out of the water; consequently, it behooves the 
retailer to exercise special pains to keep them at the proper 
temperature. Immediately upon delivery, the package should 
be opened and examined. If the supply of ice in which they are 
packed is low, it should be promptly replenished. Remember, 
that ice is cheaper than fish. There should be alternate layers 
of finely-chopped ice and fish. The custom followed in shipping 
fish in barrels or boxes is to place several inches of chopped ice 
in the bottom of the receptacle, another layer in the center, and 
a final layer on top, there being three layers of ice and two layers 
of fish. The standard barrel shipment contains 200 pounds of 
fish, for which about 150 pounds of ice are required. The amount 
of ice is increased somewhat in extremely hot weather and may be 
materially decreased in northern latitudes in the winter. 

One of the questions frequently asked by persons contemplating 
opening a fish market is, "How long will the fish keep on ice ?" 
The length of time the fish will keep depends on many factors, 
some of which are frequently without the control of the dealer. 
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Orr.--The Retail Fish Market 109 

Some species of fish are inherently better keepers than others. 
Some have better shipping qualities, and these would naturally 
keep longer after reaching destination than those known as poor 
shippers. It should, of course, be patent to all that fish will keep 
much better in cold weather than in hot weather. Much depends 
also on the length of time elapsing between the talcing of the 
fish from the fishermen's nets and their being packed in ice. 
Some fishermen carry ice in their boats and ice the fish as soon as 
they are taken from the water. Fish thus treated will keep 
much longer than fish which are not iced until brought ashore, 
frequently many hours after their capture. 

The care exercised in icing and handling is also a controlling 
factor. Insufficient ice, improper distribution of ice in the package, 
neglect of re-icing the fish by express messengers while in transit, 
the dropping of huge chunks of ice on the fish, thus bruising them 
and hastening spoilage, all tend to reduce the length of time the 
fish will keep. 

It will thus be seen that there are three factors governing the 
length of time fish will keep after delivery to the dealer over which 
the dealer not only has no control, but concerning which he has 
little or no knowledge. They are as follows: 

1. Length of time between capture and icing. 
2. Method of icing and handling until delivery to dealer. 
3. Length of time between capture and delivery to dealer. 

It would, therefore, be impracticable to set any definite limit 
of time by which the dealer could safely be governed. Under the 
average conditions of capture, icing, and delivery of fish, the 
dealer may reasonably expect to keep his stock for several days, 
in some cases perhaps a week, provided, of course, he has a proper 
receptacle for the keeping of the fish and observes the require- 
ments of proper icing and handling. It must be borne in mind that 
everything depends upon the condition of the fish when delivered 
and that the longer they remain unsold, the more precarious 
becomes the position of the dealer. 

It must not be presumed from tl•e above that the retail fish 
business carmot safely be engaged in except by the highly intelli- 
gent and technically expert. There are many means by which 
the amateur can with little practice determine the condition of the 
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fish and form a reasonably accurate judgment as to the length of 
time they will keep. Some of these tests are outlined in detail in 
a report* presented to The Netherlands Association of Refrigera- 
tion and are here quoted: 

GOOD FISIt. 

Skin is shiny. 
Scales strongly adhere to the skin. 
Eyes transparent and bulging. 
Gills bright red. 
Flesh elastic and firm, finger impressions do not remain. 
Smells fresh also at the opened gills. 
Mouth and gills closed. 
Little or no slime on the skin. 
Muscular stiffness has set in in a greater or less degree, when 

the fish is taken in the hand it bends accordingly little or much. 
The fish sinks in water. 

After a short time a fishy smell and slime on the back appear. 

BAD FISH. 

The skin is covered with slime and is spotty. Sunken eyes, 
cornea dull and untransparent, mouth usually open, gills open or 
easily opened. 

Gills lose their fresh color and become yellow greyish brown. 
Finger marks in the flesh remain. 
Smell unpleasant, especially at the gills. Held on hand the 

fish curves over. Sometimes the belly is swollen and bluish, then 
the fish will float in water. 

In rotting these phenomena increase, in particular, of course, 
the smell. 

These signs of good or bad fish must not be taken too absolutely. 
They do not need to be present all at once or in a particular degree 
to demonstrate the goodness or badness. Sometimes one 
peculiarity in a marked degree is enough to condemn the fish. 

The amateur dealer should carefully observe the condition of 
the fish when delivered and attempt to judge with the aid of these 
tests the length of time the fish will keep. He should carefully 
check his estimates against the actual results. As time proceeds 
he will learn what species of fish are the better keepers, and he will 

* lCrom "Notes on the Investigation of Preserving Fish by Artificial 
Cold," 1913, pp. 33-34, 38.39. The quotation is taken from a memorandum 
entitled, "Criteria for judging fish preserved by artificial cold," published 
by the United States Bureau of Fisheries. 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
M

ia
m

i]
 a

t 2
1:

27
 0

7 
Ja

nu
ar

y 
20

15
 



Orr.--The Retail Fish Market 111 

learn to judge more and more accurately the true condition of the 
fish and the probable length of time they will keep. He will 
not, of course, endeavor to keep the fish the longest possible length 
of time, but will bear in mind the wisdom of disposing of his stock 
as promptly as possible, as losses from spoilage are bound to occur 
even with the most experienced dealers and under the most 
favorable circumstances. 

The means employed in displaying the product for sale has an 
important bearing on the success of the effort to bring about a 
wider consumption of fish. Many unprogressive dealers make a 
practice of selling the fish from the package in which they were 
received. This is usually an unsightly barrel or box, repulsive 
to the view. Very frequently the package is one which has been 
used on previous occasions for the same purpose and has developed 
unsavory odors which by no means enhance the customer's desire 
to eat of its contents. Other dealers, after transferring the fish 
from the barrel to the display cases, neglect to remove the barrel, 
allowing it to remain in the salesroom to give off offensive odors, 
which drive away trade and help to make fish unpopular as a 
food. 

Fortunately, these conditions do not obtain in markets operated 
by wide-awake dealers. Inspiring examples of clean shops, where 
the fish are kept in a fresh condition and displayed for sale in an 
attractive manner, may be observed in many cities both large and 
small. No extraordinary skill, involving secret processes, is 
required to bring about these desirable conditions. The ordinary 
rules of common sense, intelligently applied, will be a sufficient 
guide to success. 

It should be remembered that, in every line of business, 
practically all sales are consummated through the purchaser's 
eye. In other words, most people buy "according to the looks." 
Consequently, the fish market and display cases should be kept 
spotlessly clean. To this end, dealers are rapidly adopting display 
cases made of white material, which are not only attractive in 
appearance, but are more likely to be kept clean and sanitary, 
as the least spot of dirt or discoloration on any part of the case 
shows glaringly and calls loudly and constantly for attention until 
removed by one of the attendants. All tendency to neglect or 
postpone the cleaning of the case is thus reduced to a minimttm, 
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Various materials are suitable for the construction of the case. 

The general plan followed is an open-top, rectangular receptacle 
constructed with double walls with from one to three inches of 

cork board or similar material between the walls for insulating 
purposes, and a drain pipe in the bottom. The interior of the 
case should be lined with some non-porous, non-absorbent material, 
preferably white in color. No. 16 gauge iron, enameled and baked, 
has been found suitable for this purpose. However, plain galva- 
nized sheet-iron painted white will give satisfaction. Many 
dealers employ white tile for both interior and exterior linings. 
Opalire glass is sometimes used for the exterior and makes an 
attractive looking display case, but wood will answer the purpose, 
especially if painted white. Ready made display cases constructed 
entirely of white enamel sheet iron with cork board insulation 
and mounted on casters so the case may be moved from One place 
to another may be obtained on the market. They are especially 
suited to the small dealer, as they are made in sizes of 100 pounds 
capacity and up. Some dealers use shallow cases, not more than 
eight inches in depth. A layer of chopped ice is put in the bottom 
and the fish placed on top. This arrangement implies that the 
main supply of fish is kept elsewhere, from which the display case 
is replenished as sales are made. Many cases, however, are 15 
to 20 inches in depth. About 9 inches of chopped ice is first 
put in and the compartment then filled with fish. A thin layer 
of ice is spread over the top, except in cold weather, when none is 
required. The fish remain in the display case until all are sold, 
when the compartment is thoroughly cleaned, replenished with 
ice, and a new supply of fish put in. Glass covers, sliding or hinged, 
are essential to protect the fish from flies and dust. In cold 
weather, when these are not in evidence, it has been found 
practicable to remove the glass covers. Care should be exercised 
not to bruise the fish by rough handling or dropping large chunks 
of ice on them. The bruised portions of a fish are always the first 
to become soft and begin to spoil. Any damage)s of this character 
which the fish may have sustained in transit cannot, of course, 
be obviated by the dealer, but he can, by proper care, avoid further 
bruising. 

Every precaution should be exercised to keep down offensive 
odors. The plumbing should be of perfect character, so that all 
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Orr.--The Retail Fish Market 113 

waste water will be quickly and thoroughly drained. If possible, 
the cleaning of the fish should be conducted in a separate room. 
If this is not practicable, the process should be screened from public 
view. The floor of the cleaning apartment should be of cement, 
as wooden floors absorb and hold fish odors, which become more 
and more offensive from day to day. The work tables in the 
cleaning room should be covered with zinc or some other non- 
absorbent metal. Small pieces of board may be supplied to 
the workmen on which to lay the fish while dressing them. These 
should be scrubbed clean at the close of each day, and occasionally 
scalded with boiling water. The floor of the room should be 
sloping, with a drain pipe at the lowest point. Each night, all 
waste should be removed from the tables, the floors thoroughly 
scrubbed with lye water and the drain pipe well flushed. One 
dealer spreads fresh saw dust on the floor of his market each 
morning and sprays it lightly with oil of sassafras, which he 
claims produces a faint but pleasing odor and is at the same time 
an effective de-odorant. 

The dealer should make every effort to increase sales. Window 
displays attract many new customers. It is doubtful that there 
is any other form of merchandise with which so attractive a window 
display may be arranged. The writer has frequently observed 
fine window displays of fish and in every case there was always a 
large admiring crowd of people standing in front of the window. 
Printed or hand painted signs announcing the kinds of fish on 
sale, and the price, should be displayed on the counters or the 
walls of the shop. The dealer who does not employ signs is missing 
an advertising opportunity. Advertisers pay money for space 
on street cars. The space on the walls of a fish market is just 
as valuable in proportion to the number of people coming into 
the shop. 

Many customers become accustomed to buying a certain 
kind of fish, as for example, halibut, red snapper, etc., and when 
these are scarce, will not buy any other kind. This is a fault 
which it lies within the power of the dealer to correct. He should 
carry the kinds of fish which are in season and which can be sold 
at a reasonable price and when the customer calls for a fish which 
is not in stock, he should endeavor to sell him one that is. Tactful 
suggestion on the part of the dealer can usually accomplish this 
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114 American Fisheries Society 

result. A very prominent dealer in a large city, in emphasizing 
this point to the writer, said: "There's no use letting your 
customers dictate to you what kind of fish you shall handle. 
Give them the kind of fish they ask for if you have them. If 
you haven't them in stock, it is your own fault if you can't per- 
suade them to try something else." This dealer has been notably 
successful in carrying out his own doctrine, and has been the means 
of introducing many kinds of fish into his territory which were 
formerly little used there. 

Another means of increasing sales is to dress the fish before 
delivery to the customer. This entails extra labor on the part of 
the dealer and necessitates a somewhat higher charge, but most 
people would rather pay the difference than assume the incon- 
venience of dressing the fish at home. 

The above suggestions, while brief in character, are easily 
applied, and if carefully followed out by any intelligent person, 
should result in a fish market of a highly desirable type. The 
principles outlined are equally applicable by large and small 
dealers. A meat dealer or grocer desiring to handle only a few 
fish may construct or purchase a small case of one compartment, 
holding only 100 pounds of fish at a time. I-Ie may reasonably 
expect that the adoption of a display case attractive in appearance 
and capable of preserving the fish in a strictly fresh condition 
will materially increase his sales. As business grows, additional 
compartments can be added, the difference between the equipment 
of a small dealer and that of a large dealer being only one of size. 
There are many ready-made cases which give satisfactory service 
obtainable on the market, but any competent carpenter or builder' 
can devise one from the suggestions outlined above.* 

* Addresses of firms selling fish display cases may be obtained from the • 
U.S. Bureau of Fisheries, Washington, D.C. 
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